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ABSTRACT 

Before a new autonomous profession can be established 
a national definition of marriage counseling must be recognized. This 
report is an attempt to define "marriage counseling" by presenting a 
brief history and by describing four sources of definitions of this 
profession. These sources define marriage counseling as an autonomous 
profession, as a form of short-^term psychotherapy, in term? of 
counselor functions. By consolidating these basic definitions, a new 
format can be organized which corresponds to the needs and functions 
of the profession. (Author/CJ) 
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Abstract 

(V^ This report is an attenpt to define "marriage counseling" by presenting a 
brief history and by describing four sources of definitions of this pro- 
fession, before a nevj autonomoiis profession can be established a national 
definition of niarriage counseling must be recognized. 
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This report is more than a historical review j it is an attenpt to con- 
solidate various writintjs describing; the j,rcression of marriage counseling. 
Before a nev; autoncnous profession can be established, many attempts will 
have to be made to define, organize, and establish new criteria for this 
field. V:hat criteria should be established will depend on the needs of the 
profession (i.e., a nationally recognized definition). Araoz (1973) shcvred 
that marriage counseling is an ideal profession ba^ed on Gross* three cri- 
teria j that it be socially necessary, open, and ccnsultive. For years r*ar- 
riage couaselin^; has been considered a quasi-profession and only recently, 
with the passage of California Assembly Bill I:umber 1323 (1963), has car- 
riage counseling been considered as an independent profession. There is no 
question that narriage counseling is a psychological activity (Silverman, 
1972) but from its specialized needs and functions marriage counseling nay 
also be considered a profession in its o\m right as dentistry and podiatry 
are independent nedical professions. Even Kiraber (1967), who studied the 
various sinilarities between psychology and marriage counseling, sav; these 
professions as independent! 

The counseling of marriages is probably as old as the institulon of 
marriage itself. Today, as technology is advancing, trained professionals 
are available as replacencnts for the grandnother • s wisdom, the tribal witch 
doctor, the bartender, and the barber (or the manicurist). 

Marriage counseling, as a profession, began in the 192Csv7hen Professor 
Ernest R. Groves taught the first university level/\in marriage and family 
living in the United States. As a result of his teachings. Prof. Groves 
counseled his students. In 1928, two clinics opened for the purpose of 
counseling couples before and during marriage. A year later, Drs. Abrahsn 
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and Kaimah Stone opened the first narriace consultation center at Labor 
Tennle in Uom York 3it> • The American Institute of Family Relations vas 
founded in 1930 with Paul Popenoc as director* The institute is still the 
oldest pnd larr,eiit fanily coimselinn center in North America* Two years 
later, the i'arriage Counsel of Philadelphia ;/as founded and linily Iludd be- 
came its first director (Gooriv/in and :!udd, 196?) • 

In 19li2, the Anerican Association of .'larriac© Counselors i;as founded 
in order to provide znd nisintain professional standards in marriage counsel- 
ing. The IdMC esiaillshed training; criteria, a code of ethics, guidelines 
^or the de\elorncnt and jiaintainsnce of research, and the fornulaticn of a 
public ecucaticn profjram. J^' 1956 the AAIIG had developed a special ccm- 
mittee to s: onsor fornai trainizig pro^-rams. Six years later, the AAI'IC's 
professionc.1 code cf ethics approvedj the code provides for profession- 
al standards in such areas as advertising, confidential information, fees, 
and referrals (/lAilFG, 1973 J Heevy, 1967). 

A group of psi/cholopists from the American Psycholofjical Association, 
in 1962, estabjirfied the Acade-y of Psychclo[;ists In Marital and Family 
Therapy. Their goal vas and still is to become a division of the APA.# 

California, in I963, was the first state to license marriage (family 
and child) counselors. This was follov;ed by Michigan (I966), Ilevj Jersey 
1969), Utah (1973), and Nevada (1973) (Rut ledge, 1973) • 

Recently (1972), a new organization ;;as formed with one of its main 
purpose to promote marriage and family licensing la\/s throughout the nation: 
The National Alliance For Family Life, Inc. 
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Definitions of "Karriare Counsolinf^" 
One of the problems in describing the occupation of marriage counsel- 
ing is defining it. Depcndin^^ on the counselor's training and philosophy 
the. w are basically four v;ays to define "ir.arriage counseling." Each defini- 
tion contains a special quality; hov/ever independently, they all lack cer- 
tain criteria that are needed to define this profession. Such criteria in- 
clude defining "marriage counseling" as (a) an autonomous profession, (b) 
as a form of short-tern psychotherapy, (c) in terms of the counselor's role, 
and (d) in terms of the counselor's clinical functions. The purpose of any 
occupational definition is to state the present needs and functions of the 
specific occupation (in this case, marriage counseling). I^^ consolidating 
the basic four definitions and viev;ing the tvo types of attempted consoli- 
dated references of "marriage counseling," a nevr format might be organized 
that v;ould correspond to the needs and the functions of this profession. 
An autononous profession "Ilarriage counseling" is still defined as a quasi- 
profession (part of ninistry, medicine, lav;,' social work, and psychology) 
dealing with marital problems. I!ov:ever, the quality of this definition is 
poor since it does not recognize the professional independence of marriage 
counseling. V/ithout t};is independence, it vill be hard to control the pro- 
fessional (educational) programs for a degree, license, or certification in 
marriage counseling. If each profession dictates their ovm requirements, 
then the length of the educational program and the quota system could net be 
established. For example, a MSI-/ in the field of social work and a Ph.D. in 
clinical psycholo{^' requires different lengths of educational progress even 
though in their own discipline, the prectiege of the degrees are high. If 
one of the qualities of any profession requires a long term educational pro- 
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gram, then hov; can marriane counselors pursue this aim without seeidng 
autonomy? The answer is impossible I 

Another issue associsatod i;ith autonomy is a reasonable quota system^ 
In our democratic society no person really varts a quota system because it 
deprives others of the right to enter an occupation; but a quota system is 
necessary for the sun/ival of the profession. Ue can see this advantage 
by applying the law of supjly and der^and to the medical profession. Since 
the supply of students entcriuf, the field is limited, then the public de^^nd 
would be great and the yearly income of the doctors would rise. The pro- 
fessionals* public status and recognition is dependent upon their capital 
gains. This is one of the reasons %7hy the public does not on a vrhole recog- 
nize public school teachers as professionals, v;hile HSVJs* and MBSs* are con- 
sidered professionals. 

It should also be understood that the license qualifications for mar- 
riage ccuncelors should be the same in each state. One of the problems that 
psycholof^ists face is the strict licensing lavjs of one state and the lenient 
lav;s of its bordering states. In many states a certification or license? 
means a quota. The quota system should be applied in the limiting of the 
number of enrolled students in the university program prior to any degree. 
V/hen a person performs v:ell in his program and receives that degree, why 
then should he be denied v;ork in other states? In the legal profession re- 
stricting a lax^yer to a state(s) is a reasonable request since the law varies 
in most states. But if the theories and techniques of psychology and psy- 
chotherapy remain constant throughout the United States^ then why put a 
stcite qxiota on this profession? 

Stiort-trrm psychotherapy "Marriage counseling" has also been defined as a 
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form of pcychotherai.y. Laidlaw, forner president of the AAIiFG stated: 

Marriage counseling is a fonn of short-term psych othorr.i;y deal- 
ing with interpersonal relationships, in which problems relat- 
ing to marriage are the central factor it is an approach car- 
ried out essentially at a conscious level If, as therapy pro- 
gresses, unconscious factors are discc\'ered which necessitate 
long and involved psychotherapeutic techniques, the case ceases 
to be in the field of narriage counseling (Hudson, 1970, p. 62 )• 
VJhen defining "marriage counseling" as a form of psychotherapy, we should 
realize that psychotherapy is a general classification of various forms of 
therapies. For example, Knox (1970) uses behavior contracts ^•;hile Ellis 
(1961) utilizes rational-emotive therapy in dealing with marital problems. 
Kimber (I96I) defines "marriage counseling" as a form of psychotherapy be- 
cause a large portion of counseling is concerned with attitude changes on 
the part of the client. It seems advisable, therefore, to mention the type 
of therapy to which one is referring v:hen defining "marriage counseling" in 
terms of psychotherapy. 

This definition bridges the gap between the profession of marriage coun- 
seling and the other helping professions such as psychology, counseling, so- 
cial work, and medicine. I4arriage counselors must be skilled in the use of 
psychotherapeutic techniques as v/ell as a firm understanding of legal, socio- 
logical, and psychological disciplines. However, this definition should not 
be used to represent th.e totality of the professional outlook since it only 
describes one aspect of the profession's needs. 

The counselor's role Another basic definition of "marriage counseling" in- 
volves the counselor's role. The counselor may work with an individual, a 
couple (conjoint), or with a group. In addition, the counselor might teach 
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sex education, nnrital ndjufjtr.ent, chi Idre^.rinf,, and other similar sub- 
jects* In defining "r.arriace counseling" in reference to v;hat the coun- 
selor actually does, the public will better iaiow v/hat to expect when 
seeking help. 

However, this definj+ion could be circular in that to understand what 
a marriage counselor will do relies on how the counselor defines "marriage 
counseling." And how the counselor defines "marriage counseling" will de- 
pend on how he defines his own role. This reference is an important qual- 
ity of a consolidated "marriage counseling" definition, but it can not con- 
stitute the thrust of the definition. 

The coun.<^elGr>s clinical function "Marriage counseling" can be defined by 
the counselor's function in clinical areas. "Function" here can be under- 
stood in either of two wnysi (l) as a type of counseling indicated by the 
client's social classification or (2) as a type of counseling indicated by 
the client's personal needs. These forms of the definition are both very 
similar to the abo'/e reference rnd have the s?me pitfall. There are basic- 
ally six social-clinical classifications (phases) of marital counseling: 
premarital, marital, postmarital, family, divorce, and relationship (unmar- 
ried coi;:)les). Often this form of definition is combined with the above re- 
ference j for example, Ard and Ard (1970) in the Handbook of Marriag^e Coun - 
seling state: 

Marriage counseling may be considered in this context as any 
counseling with one or more clients dealing with problems related 
to marriage, including getting married (i.e., p^^emarital counsel- 
ing), staying married, or resolving problems related to marriage 
(e.g., sexual, money, children, in-laws, communication, etc.) or 
getting out of marriage (i.e., divorce counseling) (p;.:.)# 



Araox (1973) discuagfts the three modalities of clinical work of the 
marriage and fa'r.iiy co-inseling as adaptive (clients seeking help in cop- 
ing «ith oxtrene difficulties based on newly developed circumstances), 
therapeutic (clients seeking help in underrtandinc frequent present role 
distortions based on past experiences), or maturational (clients seeking 
enrichment in their relationsiiip or narriage), dependinj; on the differr.et 
variables. It should bo noted that Araoz based his modalities on the 
client's needs rather than on his social classification. 

With those four basic criteria (definitions) in mind, various attenpts 
have been made to combine some of these references to produce a national 
reco£9iized professional definition. It is important for the profession of 
marriage counseling to have a national definition in order for other pro- 
fessionals and the public to understand vjhat "marriage counseling" ir.eans. 
Also, by having a national definition, the licensing of marriage counsel- 
ing woidd be uniform. There are basically two tj^es of national aefini- 
tions wliich incorporate the four basic previous definitions. They are 
state and organization definitions. 

"Marriage counseling" cim be defined by state legislation v;hen de- 
veloping a marriage and fanily counseling license. This type of definition 
has great value since it provides laymen and professionals with a state;:iae 
reference. However, this type of definition can be applied only within the 
state and is not adequate for the field of marital counseling in general. 
The provision for certification of carriage counselors in Michigan states: 
"J'larriage counseling" means the providing of guidance, testing, 
discussions, therapy, instructions, or the giving of advice, the 
principal purpose of which is to avoid, elim'nate, relieve, manage 



or resolve narital conflict or discord or to create, improve, 
or/to prejpare couplos for narriatje (lliclicls, Jr«, 1973^ ?• 
In the Kichigsn dofiniticn there is no mention of cii autonomous pro- 
fession, no nenticn of ccuncclin{^ types besides marital and relationship, 
and no mention of the counselor *s function in clinical areas* This defini- 
tion is really too brief to be classified as a national definition even 
though it may provide for the needs v/ithin Michinan for licensing. 

"I'larriap^e cC'Oiseline" can be defined by a natior.cJ organization. The 
editors of ;!arriaf^e Counrolin,^;; A Casebook (Mudd, Karph, Stone, and Kelson, 
1958) ^ v;hich v/as edited for the American Association of Itorriage and Family 
Counselors (AAI-yc), stated: 

Marriage counseling may be defined as the process through vhich a 
professionally trained counselor assists a person or persons to 
resolve the [jroblens that trouble them in their interpersonal re- 
lationships. The focus is on the relationship between the tv;o 
persons in marriage, rather than, as in psychiatric therapy, the 
reorganization of the personality structure of the individual 
(p. 63). 

As v/ith the "ichigan definition, this reference has a similar vague quality. 

A good definition of "marriage counjcling" x^hich professionals and non- 
professionals could accept nationally should be a definition v;hich has the 
qualities contained in the four hrsic references. Anything less v;ould make 
any definition appear insufficient to the present needs of the profession. 
The follov/iiii; presentation is an attempted national aefinition of "marriage 
counseling". 

"Marriage counseling" is an aritonomous profession vhich can be 
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considered a form of short-torm psychotherapy involving indi- 
vidual, conjoint, or group experiences der.ling v;ith preraarital, 
marital, postiuarital, family, divorce, and relationship prob- 
lems, centering on either adaptive, therapeutic, or roaturation- 
al counseling modalities* (In addition a marriatje counselor 
might teach sex education, marital adjustment, childrearing, 
and other sinilar topics in public and nonpublfc institutions.) 
This definition is based on the four basic qualities (definitions) of 
"marriage counseling" and in no \;ay represents the viciv/s of any organiza- 
tion or represents the views of this journal. It has the advantage of be- 
ing conprchensive v:hile at the same time being open ended v/ithin the spe^* 
cific donain of this profession. It is offered in the hopes of classify- 
ing v;hat a carriage counselor is as a professional. 
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Footnote 



1« The author v/ishes to express his appreciation to Dr. Daniel Araoz whose 
comments provided an inspiration to this study. 
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